What does it mean to be a reader? Identity and positioning in two high school literacy intervention classes by Frankel, Katherine K.
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Wheelock College of Education & Human Development BU Open Access Articles
2017-01-01
What does it mean to be a reader?
Identity and positioning in two high
school literacy intervention classes
This work was made openly accessible by BU Faculty. Please share how this access benefits you.
Your story matters.
Version Accepted manuscript
Citation (published version): Katherine K Frankel. 2017. "What Does It Mean to Be a Reader?
Identity and Positioning in Two High School Literacy Intervention
Classes." Reading & Writing Quarterly: Overcoming Learning













What Does It Mean To Be a Reader? 
Identity and Positioning in Two High School Literacy Intervention Classes 
 











Frankel, K.K. (2017). What does it mean to be a reader? Identity and positioning in two high 
school literacy intervention classes. Reading & Writing Quarterly: Overcoming Learning 
Difficulties, 33(6), 501-518.  




Studies of literacy intervention classes have measured reading gains through standardized 
assessments, but few have considered the impact on students’ identities. I used theories of 
identity and positioning to answer two questions: How did institutional and interpersonal acts of 
positioning in two literacy intervention classrooms build on, change, or challenge students’ 
personal histories and identities as readers? How did these acts shape students’ understandings of 
themselves as readers over time? I collected and analyzed interviews, field notes, and artifacts. 
Analyses revealed that ongoing positioning in one classroom thickened one student’s identity as 
a poor reader. Positioning in the second classroom reinforced the other student’s identity as a 
good student but had little impact on her identity as a reader. These findings highlight the need to 
better understand how instructional contexts privilege particular ways of reading and 
understandings of what it means to be a reader. 
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What Does It Mean To Be a Reader? 
Identity and Positioning in Two High School Literacy Intervention Classes 
The purpose of this embedded case study was to understand the opportunities for students 
to build on, change, or challenge their socially situated reading identities (Alvermann, 2001) in 
classes designed to improve their reading during the first year of high school. These literacy 
intervention classes are compulsory, yearlong reading courses that supplement ninth-grade 
students’ content-area classes, often in lieu of an elective, with the goal of improving students’ 
reading so they are better prepared to access the academic curriculum in secondary school.  
While much attention has been paid to the potential reading gains afforded students in 
such classes (Boulay, Goodson, Frye, Blocklin, & Price, 2015; Corrin, Somers, Kemple, Nelson, 
& Sepanik, 2008; Somers et al., 2010), these gains are typically measured through standardized 
assessments of reading. With few exceptions (e.g., Frankel, 2016; Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Cziko, 
& Mueller, 2001; Skerrett, 2012), little research to date has attended to the potential role of such 
classes in shaping students’ identities as readers. The limited number of studies is surprising in 
light of the emerging consensus that identity matters in literacy development (McCarthey & 
Moje, 2002; Moje & Luke, 2009) and the initial evidence that students enrolled in literacy 
intervention classes who are assumed to be poor readers might benefit from instruction that 
attends to both their reading skills and strategies and their identities as readers. 
One explanation for this omission is that literacy intervention classes are typically 
examined through the lens of a skills-based autonomous model of literacy rather than a 
sociocultural, ideological model (Street, 1984). To address this gap in the literature, the purpose 
of the present study was to examine the reading practices in which students engaged in their 
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literacy intervention classes, with particular attention to how those practices built on, changed, or 
challenged the reading identities students brought with them to these spaces. 
Review of Research on Literacy and Identity 
Literacy and Identity in Out-of-School Contexts 
Much of the recent literature that examines the intersection of literacy and identity among 
adolescents has examined how youth’s literacy practices in out-of-school contexts shape their 
identities as readers and writers in positive ways. For example, recent research has found that 
English language learners writing in online spaces such as fan fiction sites enact cosmopolitan 
and multilingual identities while developing their English language skills through the literacy 
practices in which they engage online (Black, 2009; Lam, 2000). Other research on adolescents’ 
literacy practices in online environments has found that identities are both shaped by and shapers 
of the contexts in which youth engage in multimodal, technology-mediated literacy practices 
(Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005; Lewis & Fabos, 2005).  
In most of the aforementioned studies, the literacy practices and identities enacted in 
these spaces are separate from the literacy practices of school. An exception is Guzzetti and 
Gamboa’s (2005) investigation of the online journaling activities of two high- school girls. In 
this case study, they found that both girls engaged in online journaling in ways that linked their 
in-school and out-of-school literacy practices and identities (e.g., sharing stories composed 
online in school, incorporating school topics and artifacts into online journals). Taking a 
different approach, Leander and Lovvorn (2006) challenged the in-school/out-of-school 
dichotomy in their examination of the literacy networks of one adolescent boy in the context of 
his online gaming activities and the literacy practices of his history and English classes. They 
argued that place- or context-based distinctions (e.g., home, school) were less useful than other 
IDENTITY & POSITIONING IN HIGH SCHOOL LITERACY INTERVENTIONS 
  
5 
dimensions (e.g., translation, heterogeneity in time-space relations, text circulation, network 
continuity) to understanding the literacy practices in which the youth engaged and the 
implications of those practices for his agency and identity. 
Literacy and Identity in Academic Contexts 
Despite Leander and Lovvorn’s (2006) challenge to move beyond place-based logics to a 
more expansive understanding of literacy practices as networks, a growing body of work has 
focused specifically on the impact of in-school contexts on students’ literate identities, both 
within bounded interactions (Leander, 2002, 2004) as well as longitudinally (Fairbanks & Ariail, 
2006; Hall, 2010; Wortham, 2006). For example, Leander (2002) examined how one student’s 
“ghetto” identity was constructed and stabilized through the production of identity artifacts in 
one interaction in a high-school English classroom. In later work, Leander (2004) revisited this 
same interaction and found that other students’ construction of the student as “ghetto” involved 
the invocation of chronotypes (i.e., typified forms of time-space) to position her in this way. 
Looking longitudinally at reading in middle school over one school year, Hall (2010) examined 
how female students in science, social studies, and math classrooms actively engaged in or 
avoided literacy activities that they perceived would identify them as particular types of readers, 
even when doing so jeopardized their learning. In another longitudinal study, also of three 
adolescent girls, Fairbanks and Ariail (2006) found that students whose literate identities were 
not closely aligned with school expectations had few opportunities to bring their knowledge to 
bear in academic contexts.  
While much of the work on literacy and identity in academic contexts has found that 
students’ identities are misunderstood, devalued, or ignored in school, a few studies have 
examined how students’ identities may be shaped positively in contexts designed with this 
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purpose in mind. For example, Rex (2001) found that an average reader took on the identity of a 
good reader as a result of her participation in an integrated gifted and talented English class, and 
Hall (2016) found that middle-school students improved both their reading comprehension and 
self-concepts as readers in a class designed to rewrite their reading identities. 
Literacy and Identity in Intervention Contexts 
Research that looks specifically at adolescents’ literate identities in intervention contexts 
is quite limited, with some recent work focusing on how teachers’ positioning of students 
influences their instructional approach (Kim & Viesca, 2016), and other studies examining the 
implications of instruction for students’ identities as readers (Frankel, 2016; Greenleaf et al., 
2001; Skerrett, 2012). Some of these latter studies have found positive outcomes of literacy 
intervention contexts for students’ identities. For example, Greenleaf and her colleagues (2001) 
found that one student’s approach to reading became more purposeful and agentive as she began 
to engage in meaningful disciplinary literacy practices in the context of an Academic Literacy 
course. Similarly, Skerrett (2012) documented how one student’s reading identity was positively 
reshaped in her ninth-grade reading class as a result of her teacher’s pedagogical approach, 
which encouraged students to broaden their understandings of what it meant to be a reader. In 
contrast, Frankel (2016) found that one student’s positive identity as a reader was not recognized 
as such in the context of his literacy intervention class, where certain expectations shaped the 
teacher’s understandings of his students as readers. 
Theoretical Framework: Identity as Position 
Building from the emerging but limited research that has examined the intersection of 
literacy and identity in intervention settings, this study is framed by theories of identity (Holland, 
Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) and positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990), or what Moje and 
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Luke (2009) term a metaphor of “identity as position” (p. 430). Like most conceptualizations of 
identity in literacy studies, a theory of identity as position assumes identities are (a) social, (b) 
multiple, (c) fluid, and (d) recognized by others (Moje & Luke, 2009). Unlike other 
conceptualizations of identity, a theory of identity as position (a) situates identities within 
activities and relationships with others and (b) attends to how individuals accept, partially accept, 
or resist the positions offered them within these contexts (Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland & 
Leander, 2004; Moje & Luke, 2009). The metaphor of identity as position is particularly 
important to this study, where students are overtly positioned as particular types of readers (i.e., 
inexperienced, poor, or struggling readers) by the very fact of their placement in a literacy 
intervention class (Frankel, 2016). 
Davies and Harré (1990) define positioning as “the discursive process whereby selves are 
located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced 
story lines” (p. 48). Positioning in this respect may be interactive (i.e., a person positions another 
through discourse) or reflexive (i.e., a person positions him or herself). As a discursive practice, 
reflexive positioning involves interactive positioning, and vice versa. In a literacy intervention 
classroom, for example, when the teacher positions himself as an experienced reader, he may 
simultaneously position his students as novice readers. How the students respond to such 
positioning is yet another act of positioning, as well as a potential opportunity for students to 
negotiate new positions (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999) and exercise agency (Holland et al., 
1998). In literacy intervention classrooms, students’ negotiations of existing positions through 
interactive and reflexive positioning – what I refer to as interpersonal positioning – are 
manifestations of agency in contexts that, by definition, position them as deficient. 
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A third form of positioning that is particularly relevant to this study is the institutional 
positioning that occurs when institutions such as schools classify certain people in certain ways 
(van Langenhove & Harré, 1999). As a matter of course, the institutional positioning of a student 
in a literacy intervention classroom positions that student as a struggling reader. However, within 
the classroom itself, interpersonal acts of interactive and reflexive positioning between students 
and teachers are ongoing and may serve to reinforce or reject institutionally imposed positions 
such as those related to perceived reading ability. 
Considering the multiple acts of positioning that occur at both institutional and 
interpersonal levels is critical because of the role these acts play in the “thickening” of identities 
over time (Holland & Leander, 2004; Moje & Luke, 2004). Holland and Leader (2004) describe 
the thickening of identities as a process whereby positions encountered and negotiated in the 
present are layered onto personal and institutional histories, or “collections,” that are 
“coordinated and juxtaposed in practice” (p. 137). These collections have the potential to thicken 
and become more durable over time. 
Through this theory of identity as position, I addressed two research questions: How did 
institutional and interpersonal acts of positioning in two literacy intervention classrooms build 
on, change, or challenge students’ personal histories and identities as readers? How did these acts 
of positioning shape students’ understandings of themselves as readers over time? 
Methods 
For this embedded case study (Yin, 2014), I purposefully selected two experienced 
teachers who had been teaching ninth-grade literacy classes for five or more years but who had 
different instructional emphases. One teacher, Mr. Taylor (all names are pseudonyms), taught a 
class called Enhanced Reading where the emphasis was on providing students with extended 
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opportunities to read. The other teacher, Ms. Cheung, taught a class called Reading Workshop 
where the focus was on providing students with reading strategy instruction. I selected student 
cases by identifying individuals who demonstrated different orientations toward reading and 
exhibited diverse reading behaviors in the context of classroom literacy practices. I determined 
students’ reading orientations by examining the letters of introduction they were asked to write to 
their teachers at the beginning of the year and by observing their participation in classroom 
literacy activities. I gained insight into students’ reading behaviors by observing them as they 
engaged in classroom literacy practices and by discussing their reading strengths and needs with 
their teachers. I focus on two student cases in this analysis – Radi in Enhanced Reading and 
Samantha in Reading Workshop – because their self-positionings as readers were consistent with 
their teacher’s assumptions (i.e., they were both students who believed they needed to improve 
their reading).  
Settings and Participants 
Enhanced Reading. Enhanced Reading was offered at Northern High, an urban high 
school in the southwestern United States that enrolled approximately 3,500 students. The largest 
population of students at Northern High was White (30%), followed by Black/African American 
(25%), Hispanic/Latino (20%), Asian/Asian American (10%), and Other (15%). Approximately 
10% of the students were English learners, and 30% qualified for free or reduced-price meals. 
Enhanced Reading was required for ninth-grade students who had low grades and/or low state 
standards test scores (i.e., scoring in the basic, below basic, or far below basic categories in the 
English language arts [ELA] subject area). This course supplemented students’ regular English 
class and was scheduled during their elective period. 
Enhanced Reading met Monday through Friday for 60 minutes each day. The class 
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typically began with students reading from their independent reading books for 20 minutes while 
the teacher circulated around the room and consulted with students individually about the books 
they were reading. The teacher expected students to supplement their in-class reading with 30 
minutes of reading homework every night, and they kept track of their progress on reading 
records they pasted to the back of their notebooks. Next, the teacher typically introduced and 
scaffolded an activity related to their group reading text. These teacher-selected books were read 
together in order to expose students to a wide variety of topics and genres and push them to read 
texts they might not choose to read on their own. This portion of the class also engaged students 
in whole-class readings of the group text. 
Mr. Taylor. Mr. Taylor was hired to develop and teach Enhanced Reading as a result of 
recommendations made to Northern High through their accreditation process. A White male in 
his early 30s, he was in his sixth year of teaching Enhanced Reading and his tenth year of 
teaching overall. Mr. Taylor had graduated from a Master’s program in English education at a 
nearby university prior to taking the position at Northern High.  
Radi. Radi was Palestinian, and Arabic was his first language. Northern High identified 
him as an English learner and as eligible for free lunch. Radi had a diagnosed learning disability, 
for which he had an IEP that provided instructional accommodations. Radi scored in the “below 
basic” category on the ELA section of the seventh-grade state standards test, which, combined 
with recommendations from his eighth-grade ELA teacher and his ninth-grade special education 
case manager, was the basis for his placement in the course. Radi viewed himself as a poor 
reader but expressed his desire to become a better reader, explaining, “I don’t read that much. I 
don’t read that many books.” He traced his reading difficulties to his family’s move from 
Palestine to the United States when he was in third grade, at which point he was sent back to first 
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grade. In his introduction letter to Mr. Taylor, Radi presented himself as a poor reader but 
expressed a strong desire to become a better reader, writing, “I am not a good Reader but I want 
you to help me to read vrey [very] good just why I am staying in your class to larend [learn] to 
read good” (Intro Letter, 9/7/10).  
Reading Workshop. Reading Workshop was offered at Southern High, a suburban high 
school in the southwestern United States that enrolled approximately 2,000 students. The largest 
population of students was Asian/Asian American (45%), followed by White (30%), 
Hispanic/Latino (10%), Black/African American (5%), and Other (10%). Approximately 15% of 
the students were English learners, and 20% qualified for free or reduced-price meals. Reading 
Workshop was required for incoming students based on a combined analysis of their Group 
Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation (GRADE) scores, state standards test scores, and 
eighth-grade ELA teacher recommendations. Reading Workshop supplemented students’ regular 
English class and was scheduled during their elective period. Students enrolled in Reading 
Workshop and English as a cohort, and two Reading Workshop teachers shared responsibility for 
the ninth-grade cohorts by each teaching the literacy class to one cohort and the English class to 
the other cohort.  
Reading Workshop met on Mondays and Fridays for 60 minutes and Tuesdays and 
Thursdays for 90 minutes. It typically began with students completing a warm-up activity that 
revisited one of the reading strategies (e.g., predicting, summarizing, inferring) they had learned 
in a prior class. Next, the teacher introduced a new strategy or further discussed and modeled a 
strategy that the students had learned previously. Then, students completed individual 
worksheets or quizzes related to that strategy. During the last few minutes of the class, the 
teacher typically read aloud from a book the class was reading together, modeling her thinking 
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and use of reading strategies as she read. 
Ms. Cheung. Ms. Cheung was part of the first cohort of teachers in her district to be 
trained in teaching the reading strategies that underpinned the Reading Workshop curriculum, 
and she served as a literacy coach for other teachers and schools in the district. Ms. Cheung was 
a biracial (Asian/White) female in her mid-30s. During the study year, she was in her sixth year 
of teaching Reading Workshop and her twelfth year of teaching overall. 
Samantha. Samantha was adopted from China as an infant and raised by English-
speaking White parents. Her parents had initiated an independent assessment to determine 
whether she had any learning disabilities, but Samantha did not have an IEP. Samantha’s 
GRADE scores were “on the higher end” according to Ms. Cheung, but she scored in the “basic” 
category on the ELA section of the seventh-grade state standards test, which was one of the 
reasons for her placement in the course. Samantha viewed herself as someone who enjoys 
reading, but she did not believe she was a good reader, citing her parents’ belief that she was an 
“average” reader and writing in her introduction letter, “I think I need to improve my reading 
comprehension skills … I feel strongly like I still need lots of improvement” (Intro Letter, n.d.). 
Researcher Role 
I am a White female and former high school reading teacher who would have been 
labeled a struggling reader had the term existed when I attended elementary school. I positioned 
myself as a participant observer (Patton, 2002) in both classrooms. For example, I participated in 
the get-to-know-you activities at the beginning of the year and used these activities to explicitly 
state my role as a researcher to the students. I framed my presence in the classes around my 
desire to learn from the students. For example, in my introduction letter to the Enhanced Reading 
students, I wrote: 
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While lots of people have written about reading and writing, I’ve been surprised to find 
that the research in this area often does not talk to students about what they have to say 
about how they learn best. Because of this, I’m [researching] what students have to say 
about reading, writing, and school. You are the experts, and I’m hoping to spend this 
school year learning from you. 
Over time, I purposefully assumed a more observatory role in both classrooms in order to clearly 
distinguish myself from the students’ teachers. I wanted the students to see me as someone 
distinct from their teacher so that they would be willing to speak more freely with me. 
Data Sources 
Interviews. I interviewed each focal student and literacy teacher three times: once during 
the fall semester and twice during the spring semester. All interviews were audio recorded and 
transcribed. The student interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes; the literacy teacher 
interviews lasted between 45 and 80 minutes.  
All interviews were conducted in private. I interviewed Radi during class time in an 
outdoor courtyard. I interviewed Samantha after school in a private area of the library. In the first 
interview I asked the focal students to discuss their reading preferences and their histories as 
readers. In the second interview I asked about their experiences in school and with specific 
teachers. In the third interview I asked about their literacy classes and their strengths and 
difficulties as students. I interviewed Mr. Taylor in his classroom after school. I interviewed Ms. 
Cheung at a local coffee shop and in her classroom. In the first teacher interview I asked the 
teachers about their literacy classes and their students. In the second and third interviews, I asked 
them follow-up questions about their classes, as well as specific questions about the focal 
students.  
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Observations. During the first three weeks of the fall semester, I observed the two ninth-
grade literacy classes daily. Subsequently, I observed one 90-minute Reading Workshop class 
and two 60-minute Enhanced Reading classes each week for the rest of the school year. Because 
Mr. Taylor asked his students to spend the first 20 minutes of each class engaged in silent 
reading, the amount of instructional time I spent observing in each class in a given week was 
similar. I observed Enhanced Reading and Reading Workshop for approximately 55 hours each 
over the course of the school year. Starting in October, I supplemented my field notes with audio 
recordings of every class session I observed. I waited until October to begin audio recording 
because I wanted to integrate myself into the two classrooms as a researcher before initiating this 
component of data collection. 
I typically observed Enhanced Reading on Tuesdays and Thursdays and Reading 
Workshop on Tuesdays. However, I purposefully sampled additional class sessions in 
consultation with the teachers. For example, on several occasions I visited Enhanced Reading or 
Reading Workshop on a Monday or Friday because teachers indicated that they would be doing 
something different that day (e.g., Mr. Taylor often read poetry with his students on Fridays, 
which he did not do on any other day). 
During my classroom observations, I took notes in a spiral notebook, first recording the 
agenda and any other information written on the whiteboard. I took notes on everything I saw 
going on in the classroom, paying particular attention to student-teacher and student-student 
interactions involving the focal students. 
Artifacts. Students in both literacy classes were required by their teachers to keep 
collections of their classroom work. In Enhanced Reading, students completed their work in 
spiral notebooks that they stored underneath their desks. In Reading Workshop, students filed 
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their work in binders that were kept on a bookshelf in the classroom. I made electronic copies of 
the focal students’ work. I also collected all worksheets and other handouts that were distributed 
during the classes I observed and took photographs of the classrooms. Finally, I collected 
demographic and performance data for the focal students. These data included date of birth, 
ethnicity, language(s) spoken, language proficiency, fall and spring semester final grades, state 
standards test scores, and diagnostic reading assessment scores. 
Data Analysis 
Data analysis was informed by the aforementioned theory of identity as position (Moje & 
Luke, 2009). First I uploaded all field notes, interview transcripts, and electronic copies of the 
focal students’ work to the qualitative data analysis program ATLAS.ti. Next I read through the 
data in chunks, triangulating data for one focal student at a time, before beginning first-cycle, 
inductive coding of the data across students and data sources using descriptive codes (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2009). I also used simultaneous coding (Saldaña, 2009) to identify 
codes that co-occurred across students and data sources.  
Next, I ran a series of queries within the ATLAS.ti program and generated preliminary 
data reports for focal students. To generate these reports, I created super-codes that captured 
students’ understandings of their current and prior experiences with reading, as well as how they 
engaged in reading activities in their classrooms. I created within-case displays (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994) for each focal student that included dimensions such as: reading, reading-
changes, reading in school, reading in school-changes, perceived strengths, and perceived 
difficulties.  
Then, I created a cross case, conceptually ordered matrix in order to look more closely at 
patterns across students. I simplified this matrix to include four dimensions: students’ stated and 
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enacted beliefs about what it means to be a reader, students’ stated and enacted beliefs about how 
they have changed as readers, teachers’ stated and enacted beliefs about what it takes to be a 
reader, and teachers’ stated and enacted beliefs about focal students’ changes as readers.  
At this stage of analysis, I purposively coded the data for the focal students Radi and 
Samantha using codes derived from my theoretical framework. Specifically, I coded for 
instances of institutional (e.g., structural) and interpersonal (i.e., interactive and reflexive) 
positioning. I also coded for participants in each instance of positioning (e.g., self, peer, teacher). 
This stage of analysis directly informed the presentation of findings (see Table 1). 
Table 1 
Coding for Institutional and Interpersonal Positioning across Data Sources 
Code Definition Example Frequency 
   Radi Samantha 
Institutional 
Positioning 
Identity construction that occurs 
as a result of structural  
conditions and expectations 
Radi and Samantha are 
enrolled in literacy classes 
rooted in particular 
understandings of how  








Identity construction that occurs 
between individuals through 
discourse 
   
     Interactive One person (or persons) positions 
another (can co-occur with  
reflexive positioning) 
   
          Peer A peer (or peers) positions  
another peer 
A student moans as Radi 
reads out loud; a male student 
teases Samantha 
54 46 
          Teacher A teacher positions, or is 
positioned by, a student 
 
Mr. Taylor commends Radi 
on the number of books he 
has read; Ms. Cheung praises 
Samantha’s organization 
95 47 
     Reflexive A person positions him or herself 
(can co-occur with interactive 
positioning)   
Radi says he wants to be a 
better reader; Samantha 
writes that she needs to 
improve her reading 
113 104 
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Throughout data analysis, I took precautions in order to attend to the internal validity of 
my analysis. I triangulated and crosschecked my findings across data sources. In addition, I met 
regularly with groups of other qualitative researchers for analytic checks of emerging findings. 
Findings 
 The literate identities that Radi and Samantha brought to their intervention classrooms 
were taken up in different ways in the two spaces. In Enhanced Reading, Radi positioned himself 
and was positioned by others as a poor reader. In contrast, and despite her view of herself as a 
reader in need of improvement, Samantha positioned herself as a good student and was in turn 
positioned by others as a capable reader in Reading Workshop.  
First, I describe how the structure of each classroom positioned students as particular 
kinds of readers. Next, I examine how Radi and Samantha were further positioned by their peers, 
their teachers, and themselves within these classrooms. Ultimately, I show how ongoing 
instances of institutional and interpersonal positioning of Radi as a poor reader in Enhanced 
Reading reified this understanding of himself as a reader. In contrast, ongoing instances of 
institutional and interpersonal positioning of Samantha as a good student challenged – but did 
not disrupt – her identity as a reader in need of improvement. 
Institutional Positioning in Enhanced Reading 
I documented 54 instances of institutional positioning in Enhanced Reading. Many of 
these instances occurred during classroom activities early in the school year and were further 
explicated during teacher interviews. According to Mr. Taylor, Enhanced Reading was a place 
for students to become better readers by changing their reading habits and attitudes. Mr. Taylor 
attributed students’ difficulties with reading to two main factors. On one hand, he believed they 
experienced difficulty with basic reading skills. On the other, he believed they struggled because 
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of their negative attitudes toward reading, explaining, “a big struggle in this class is getting the 
kids to want to read” (Interview, 11/5/10). He believed that all students, regardless of their skill 
levels, could benefit from the opportunity to read more in a structured setting that encouraged 
them to view themselves as readers. Further, Mr. Taylor believed that all students in the class 
needed to develop more positive attitudes toward reading in order to become better readers, 
explicitly noting his objective as “just trying to change habits and attitudes” (Interview, 11/5/10). 
Mr. Taylor equated success in Enhanced Reading with the ability to come to class on a regular 
basis and “have an open mind towards reading” (Interview, 11/5/10). The logic of his approach 
was that students who enjoy reading would read more and ultimately, become better readers.  
Mr. Taylor used his own love of reading as a way to talk with students about the value of 
reading and convince them of the importance of making it a part of their lives. On the first day of 
school, Mr. Taylor read aloud a letter he had written to the students in which he explained, “I 
teach this class because I love reading and I want to share my enthusiasm with you … I read 
because it makes me smarter and more interesting. It’s fun. It’s relaxing. It takes my mind off my 
problems” (Intro Letter, 9/1/10). Throughout the semester, Mr. Taylor talked with students about 
the book(s) he was currently reading or had just finished and encouraged them to add these titles 
to their “Someday Lists.”  As the semester progressed, students gave book talks of their own to 
gain extra credit points.  Mr. Taylor gave students a “Student Reading Record” to glue to the 
inside back cover of their notebooks. He instructed them to add the title of each book they 
finished, along with information about the book, such as genre, author, and rating. Mr. Taylor 
taped his own record to the wall at the front of the room (FN, 9/16/10). When I began keeping 
my own reading record, he asked me to tape it to the wall as another example (FN, 9/29/10). 
Radi’s beliefs about himself as a reader, which I documented through 113 instances of 
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reflexive positioning across data sources, were consistent with Mr. Taylor’s framing of the class. 
In instances of reflexive positioning at the beginning of the school year, Radi presented himself 
as a poor reader but expressed his desire to become a better reader. For example, in his 
introduction letter he wrote, “I what [want] to read good but it hard for me to read just why I am 
not a good read[er]” (Intro Letter, 9/7/10). Radi viewed the class as an opportunity that was 
directly in line with his goals of becoming a good reader and ultimately, making his father proud: 
I don’t like reading that much but my dad’s telling me, you gotta learn to read because 
you want to be a doctor, they’ve got like paper, you’ve got to read it, you gotta stop and 
you don’t know how to read it, that would be hard for you. (Interview, 1/6/11) 
Radi’s understanding of what he needed to do to be successful in Enhanced Reading also aligned 
with his teacher’s expectations. He explained that to be successful in the class one needed to do a 
lot of reading and avoid socializing during reading time: “read your books, don’t talk, and that’s 
how you make the teacher happy” (Interview, 3/17/11). His understanding of what it meant to be 
a good reader mirrored these same criteria: “listen to the teacher” and “read more, don’t talk” 
(Interview, 6/1/11). Radi earned a B in Enhanced Reading for both semesters. 
Interpersonal Positioning in Enhanced Reading 
 I documented 54 instances of interpersonal positioning involving Radi and other students 
in the class, as well as 95 instances of interpersonal positioning between Radi and Mr. Taylor, 
which occurred during classroom interactions and were further illuminated through teacher and 
student interviews. These ongoing instances of interactive positioning contributed to Radi’s 
thickening identity as a poor reader. 
Peer Positioning. Notwithstanding Radi’s efforts to focus on reading and participate in 
reading activities, he was positioned as a distractible student and poor reader through the reading 
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practices in which he engaged with his peers. 
Distractible Student. Students in Enhanced Reading spent the first twenty minutes of 
every class reading silently from their independent reading books. Although Radi consistently 
arrived to class early and settled into silent reading quickly, other students’ conversations and 
provocations frequently distracted him. For example, on numerous occasions I observed Radi 
interacting with the male students seated around him when he was supposed to be reading. On 
other occasions, I observed him looking around the room and appearing to listen in on his peers’ 
conversations even when he was not a direct participant. Radi commented on these distractions 
repeatedly during our interviews, highlighting his peers’ excessive talking as his main problem 
with the class: “It’s a fun class it’s just too much kids keep talking too much. And you can’t 
focus [on] reading or stuff. There’s too much [disturbance]” (Interview, 3/17/11). In June, Radi 
said he wished that Mr. Taylor could “control the class, and don’t let them talk that much” 
(Interview, 6/1/11). Mr. Taylor recognized that “disruptive behavior” was a problem for Radi, 
explaining, “I think that Radi still got his participation in … I don’t think [the disruptive 
behavior] affected him as much, but it definitely affected everybody in this class and all my 
classes, and [it’s] something I’m battling with still and every day” (Interview, 6/3/11). Although 
Radi usually read diligently for the twenty minutes of independent reading at the beginning of 
each class and responded to Mr. Taylor’s attempts to redirect him when his focus wavered, the 
frequent disruptions by other students in the class contributed to Radi’s positioning as a 
distractible student.  
Poor Reader. A regular practice in Enhanced Reading involved students reading together 
from a common text.  Throughout the year, Radi maintained a high level of participation during 
these joint reading activities despite the fact that his participation exposed him to ridicule from 
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his classmates and repeatedly positioned him as a poor reader. For example, in December Radi 
signed up to read the part of Laurel in the group-reading text, This is What I Did (Ellis, 2007), 
which involved reading aloud a series of extended passages. Though some of the students in the 
class grew visibly restless and aggravated by Radi’s reading, he continued to read and appeared 
unconcerned by his classmates’ reactions. Mr. Taylor commented on Radi’s perseverance at the 
end of the class, noting that he had a few long passages to read, but that he stuck with it (FN, 
12/16/10). As another example, in May Radi began reading from the book, Emako Blue (Woods, 
2004). When he hesitated as he read, another student jumped in to read the sentence for him. As 
Radi continued reading, the same student moaned loudly. Mr. Taylor was aware of Radi’s 
willingness to participate in reading activities despite ongoing ridicule, observing, 
[Radi] is even more courageous … talk about struggling with reading, and yet he reads 
out loud and continues to volunteer to read out loud, and he’s got such a great sense of 
humor, and kids will tease him, but he’s so good hearted that it doesn’t work. (Interview, 
4/1/11) 
As the year progressed, Radi became more strategic about the reading parts for which he 
volunteered by previewing texts ahead of time; however, being more strategic did not disrupt his 
positioning as a poor reader. For example, on a day when the class was reading the graphic novel 
American-Born Chinese (Yang, 2006), Radi discussed reading parts with Mr. Taylor and other 
students before returning to his desk to preview the text, looking up at one point to ask Mr. 
Taylor what the word “chink” meant. Before the class began reading together, Radi announced 
that he wanted to read the part of Amelia Harris; he walked to the front of the room and wrote his 
name next to “Amelia” on the board. Later, while Radi read Amelia’s part, and Mr. Taylor talked 
with someone at the door of the classroom, a few students began to mutter and subtly make fun 
IDENTITY & POSITIONING IN HIGH SCHOOL LITERACY INTERVENTIONS 
  
22 
of Radi as he read. When Mr. Taylor finished his conversation, he took over Radi’s role as 
Amelia (FN, 3/25/11). Mr. Taylor encouraged Radi’s efforts to be more strategic and seemed to 
understand the benefits of such an approach, particularly in terms of building Radi’s vocabulary 
knowledge, explaining, “If Radi is reading silently to himself and then reading it again, he’s got 
a better chance of not only getting [the word] correct then but knowing it and owning that word 
for later” (Interview, 4/1/11). However, he went on to note that the approach to reading he took 
in his classroom was “not enough for a kid like Radi” (Interview, 4/1/11). Despite the good 
intentions of his teacher, Radi’s participation in the reading practices of the classroom served to 
position him as a poor reader. 
Teacher Positioning. Although Mr. Taylor recognized and encouraged Radi’s reading 
engagement, he also positioned him as a poor reader throughout the year. Mr. Taylor articulated 
this tension in November: 
But really what I want to do is keep his engagement up cuz it’s still pretty high despite 
severe challenges. He still reads out loud, he still attempts it, and he’s still pretty focused 
during independent reading. I have a hard time knowing how well is he reading silently. 
But I think it’s just a positive thing that he has books in his hand every day that are 
opened, and he seems to be interested in them. (Interview, 11/5/10) 
Mr. Taylor encouraged Radi in both public and private ways. In his first-quarter evaluation, Radi 
wrote that his goal for the second quarter was to “read more big book[s]. 150 pgs,” and, when 
Radi achieved this goal by reading The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian (Alexie, 
2007), which is over 200 pages long, Mr. Taylor publicly commended him on his 
accomplishment (FN, 12/8/10). In reference to this achievement, Radi indicated in his first-
semester self-evaluation that he felt that there was a lot of improvement in his reading and that 
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he was “proud of reading a long book.” Mr. Taylor’s written response read, in part: “You worked 
really hard to improve your reading this semester: you read 19 books (!) and your reading aloud 
sounds much smoother and more confident! Keep up the great work” (First Semester Final 
Exam, 1/28/11). Mr. Taylor added Radi to the “20 Book Club” in February and continued to 
publicly acknowledge him when he finished reading subsequent books. In June, when Radi 
returned to class after “ditching” Enhanced Reading the day before, Mr. Taylor talked with him 
about the importance of being present in class to prepare for the final and pushed him to engage 
throughout the class period, even when Radi repeatedly – and uncharacteristically – rejected his 
efforts (e.g., swearing, completing the vocabulary assignment by writing unfavorable sentences 
about Mr. Taylor) (FN, 6/9/11). 
Previous to this final outcome, Mr. Taylor’s view of Radi as a poor reader had persisted 
over the year. In April, he indicated that he thought the class had helped Radi with fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension, but he also admitted, “I don’t know how much I could have 
done for his reading fluency and word recognition” (Interview, 4/1/11). Two months later, he 
expanded on these observations, explaining,  
For some of the stories we read … it was just above his capacity. So, I wanted him to try 
to follow along, but I thought sometimes it was just too hard because the level of reading 
was too hard … I don’t know how much it helped him. (Interview, 6/3/11)  
Finally, Mr. Taylor indicated that he wasn’t sure how much Radi had changed as a reader and 
predicted that Radi would continue to struggle with reading, despite the support and 
encouragement he received in Enhanced Reading. 
Radi’s Thickening Identity as a Poor Reader 
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Radi believed he had improved as a reader through his participation in Enhanced 
Reading. However, the 113 instances of reflexive positioning that I documented throughout the 
school year, combined with the aforementioned instances of institutional and interactive 
positioning, served to thicken his identity as a poor reader over time. In June, Radi reported that 
he “got better [as a reader] this year” because “I was reading more this year than last year” and 
“people kept telling me, ‘Don’t quit and do your work” and added “I spent a lot of time reading 
… I’ve never read that many books in my life” (Interview, 6/1/11). He expressed a similar 
perspective in his end-of-year letter, writing, “I grew a lot as a reader this year because I can read 
better now … This year I learned that I can read, it [is] fun to read” (End-of-Year Letter, 
6/16/11). Radi’s independent reading record reflected this assertion – he read a total of 29 books 
between September and June. However, at the end of the year Radi indicated that his biggest 
struggles in school continued to be “concentrating” and “reading” (Interview, 6/1/11). He also 
indicated that he would only recommend Mr. Taylor to another student if the student “needed 
help with the reading and [was] not a good reader” (Interview, 6/1/11). 
Radi’s positioning in Enhanced Reading also influenced how he viewed himself as a 
reader in the future. Radi wrote in his letter to Mr. Taylor at the end of the year that he would 
read in the future to “get better” and that his summer reading plan was to “read more” (End-of-
Year Letter, 6/16/11). In our final interview, however, he predicted that he would not read over 
the summer and that the reading he had done in Enhanced Reading would not be helpful once the 
class was over because “I’m not gonna have a reading class, nothing like that” (Interview, 
6/1/11). Moreover, Radi wanted to be a doctor and understood that reading would be important 
in that profession, but he added, “But I was thinking, you get like an assistant. Maybe if she 
know how to read, or he, let her read it maybe” (Interview, 6/1/11). 
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Institutional Positioning in Reading Workshop 
I documented 66 instances of institutional positioning in Reading Workshop. Most of 
these instances occurred during classroom activities early in the school year and were further 
explicated during teacher interviews. According to Ms. Cheung, Reading Workshop was as a 
place for students to become better readers and students by learning reading strategies that would 
help them in all their classes. She believed that “most of [the students] are there because they are 
not strong readers so it’s okay if they’re struggling” (Interview, 10/19/10). Ms. Cheung defined 
success in Reading Workshop as students’ ability to understand and enact what she expects from 
them, including both “the norms in the room” and “what they can expect to get out of this class” 
(Interview, 10/19/10). The underlying logic for Ms. Cheung was that students who understood 
what she expected from them in terms of knowledge and behavior and were willing to learn and 
use the strategies that she taught them would be more strategic and ultimately, better readers. 
Like Mr. Taylor, Ms. Cheung was explicit with students about her objectives. On the 
second day of class, she asked students to work in groups of two or three to answer the question, 
“What is a strategy?” Ms. Cheung compiled these pieces of construction paper onto a poster that 
hung on the wall at the front of the room throughout the year. During that class, Ms. Cheung told 
the students that “having strategies is important. In this class you’re going to learn how to be 
strategic learners and thinkers” (FN, 8/31/10). During the second week of school, Ms. Cheung 
filled out a Reading Workshop course organizer and course map with her students. She explained 
their importance by noting that they include information about “what I expect you to learn in 
here” and stressed that the class is about “being a strategic student, having a plan and getting 
where you need to go” (FN, 9/7/10).  
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Samantha’s beliefs about herself as a reader and student, which I documented through 
104 instances of reflexive positioning, were compatible with the way Ms. Cheung framed 
Reading Workshop. Samantha indicated that she read a lot if it was something she enjoyed 
reading – but, as she noted in her introduction letter, she agreed with her parents’ assessment that 
she needed to improve as a reader. At the same time, Samantha was confident about her ability to 
be a successful student, which she defined as asking questions, completing assignments, “going 
the extra mile,” and staying “ahead,” (Interview, 3/17/11). Her positive memories of reading in 
school focused on her ability to be organized and complete her work thoroughly and on time. In 
her introduction letter she explained, 
I’m the kind of student who always gets their homework done, no matter how long they 
have to stay up. It’s very rare when I don’t try my hardest. I’m very organized and every 
item in my backpack, locker, and bedroom has its very own place. (Intro Letter, n.d.)  
Samantha earned a B in Reading Workshop in the fall semester and an A in the spring. 
Interpersonal Positioning in Reading Workshop 
I documented 46 instances of interpersonal positioning involving Samantha and other 
students in the class, as well as 47 instances of interpersonal positioning between Samantha and 
Ms. Cheung, which occurred during classroom interactions and were further illuminated through 
teacher and student interviews. Interpersonal positioning that occurred during interactions 
between Samantha and her peers, and between Samantha and Ms. Cheung, contributed to her 
thickening identity as a good student in Reading Workshop, and to particular understandings 
about how to be successful in school. 
Peer Positioning. Despite Samantha’s own reservations about her reading abilities, she 
was positioned as a compliant student and capable peer through the reading practices in which 
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she engaged with her peers. 
Compliant Student. A typical approach in Reading Workshop involved Ms. Cheung 
teaching or re-teaching a reading strategy (both as a mnemonic and as a process), engaging 
students in guided practice related to the strategy, and then providing them with opportunities to 
independently practice the strategy alone or with a partner. In the context of this routine, 
Samantha exemplified Ms. Cheung’s understanding of what it meant to be successful in Reading 
Workshop. She maintained an outwardly compliant persona, organizing all handouts and 
assignments neatly in her binder and completing the work thoroughly and on time. During the 
fall semester, she kept to herself and usually remained quiet and unobtrusive during the 
aforementioned strategy lessons. She rarely volunteered to speak unless she was called upon, in 
which case she always provided answers to Ms. Cheung’s questions. During class breaks, she 
usually remained quietly at her desk, and she often chose to work alone even when permitted to 
work with others. She listened to directions, completed her work, and followed along when Ms. 
Cheung read aloud. Ms. Cheung also noted that, at the beginning of the year, Samantha tended to 
keep her distance from other students observing, “She started the year very quiet...She really 
almost like isolated herself” (Interview, 6/2/11). 
Capable Peer. As the year progressed, Samantha’s interpersonal positioning vis-à-vis the 
other Reading Workshop students began to change. Her interactions with one male student in 
particular took on a decidedly flirtatious tone, which other mostly male students acknowledged 
and teased her about on numerous occasions between March and June. Ms. Cheung also noted 
this change, observing, “She’s made friendships … flirting and squabbling, and it’s good” 
(Interview, 6/2/11). During this same time period, Samantha more frequently chose to talk with 
other students about her work, and at least one other student began to position her as a useful (or, 
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perhaps, simply willing) academic resource. On one occasion at the end of March, this student 
asked Samantha for her course organizer so he could copy the questions; she gave it to him, and 
he returned it to her a few minutes later (FN, 3/29/11). In May, the same student got up out of his 
seat and crossed the room to ask Samantha if he could borrow a pencil. She gave him a pencil, 
and he returned it to her later on in the period (FN, 5/10/11). In April, Ms. Cheung described 
Samantha as “blossoming,” explaining that “she was so quiet in the beginning and reserved … 
and I’ve really seen her bloom socially, which is great” (Interview, 4/5/11). 
Teacher Positioning 
The good work ethic that Samantha believed was one of her strengths was a characteristic 
Ms. Cheung noticed and appreciated throughout the year. Consequently, Ms. Cheung positioned 
Samantha as a strong student in many of their interactions. As early as October, Ms. Cheung 
observed: 
Samantha is a strong student, and she has really great organization skills, and I think for 
her it’s really just fine tuning things … strong, very quiet and under the radar but actually 
her work is good for the most part. (Interview, 10/19/10) 
Ms. Cheung repeatedly mentioned her appreciation of Samantha’s organization skills. For 
example, she referenced these skills in the context of Samantha’s meticulous class binder (FN, 
12/14/10), which she described later as “impeccable” with “everything in its place” (Interview, 
6/2/11). She indicated that she had used Samantha’s binder as a student work example for her 
professional development portfolio and planned to use the binder as an example for her future 
students. She also noted Samantha’s organizational abilities in the context of her “super neat” 
handwriting (Interview, 6/2/11), as well as her effective use of reading strategies. Ms. Cheung 
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observed on several different occasions that Samantha’s organizational abilities were what set 
her apart from other students in the class who had significant difficulties with organization. 
 However, as the end of the school year approached, Ms. Cheung noted that Samantha’s 
organization and neatness might have led her, as a teacher, to be overly confident about 
Samantha’s reading abilities. Ms. Cheung reflected on this possibility in June when she 
discussed Samantha’s ability to summarize: 
You look at [the summary] and you can be deceived by the appearance because it looks 
really thorough and then you read it and you’re like, “There’s something missing” … 
Sometimes she focuses on things that don’t need to be focused on … she’s still not sifting 
that information out, so actually even though it looks like it’s packaged really well … 
there’s still some gaps. (Interview, 6/2/11) 
In the context of the Socratic Seminars in which students engaged as the year progressed, 
Samantha began taking some risks and asserting herself more. Ms. Cheung facilitated and 
approved these opportunities. For example, during a Socratic Seminar in March, Ms. Cheung 
called on Samantha to weigh in on a question about “whether we must be willing to take risks to 
achieve happiness.” (The task was for students to respond to this question based on a short story 
they had read and for which they had completed a graphic organizer related to an inference 
strategy.) Samantha responded that she disagreed with one male student but agreed with other 
students, explaining, “The older brother had a boring and uneventful life while the younger 
[brother] took risks and became king, which is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity” (FN, 3/17/11). 
Ms. Cheung indicated that the Socratic Seminar format was particularly beneficial to Samantha 
because it required social interaction and abstract critical thinking, both areas in which she 
believed Samantha had improved over the course of the year. Specifically, she noted that, “she 
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actually speaks up [during Socratic Seminars]” (Interview, 4/5/11) and later noted and 
appreciated the fact that she “challenged big mouth [name of male student] … [stood] her ground 
and … [used] the text” (Interview, 6/2/11). A few days later, when the same male student 
interrupted Samantha’s research presentation on the skier Lindsey Vonn with a question about 
how long Samantha herself had been a skier, Ms. Cheung expressed deep disapproval of his 
interruption and told him to go outside and sit in the hall (FN, 6/6/11). Previously, in the spring, 
Ms. Cheung’s advice to Samantha’s future teachers reiterated her positioning of Samantha as a 
promising student: “Don’t just dismiss her as the quiet Asian girl, which would be unfortunate … 
Pay attention to her, interact with her, talk to her, kind of pull her out” (Interview, 4/5/11). 
Samantha’s Thickening Identity as a Good Student  
Samantha’s ongoing institutional and interpersonal positioning as a compliant and 
capable student served to thicken her identity as a good student. However, my analyses of the 
104 instances of reflexive positioning that occurred throughout the school year suggest that this 
identity did not seem to impact directly her identity as a reader. Rather, they suggest a growing 
preoccupation with tests as the key indicator of academic ability. At the end of the year, and 
similar to the conversation we had in the fall, Samantha noted that her biggest strength was “not 
talking a lot” (Interview, 5/23/11). She added, “I’m a shy person, and I don’t get in trouble a lot 
… and I guess I’m a hard worker … I always do my work and finish all my homework” 
(Interview, 5/23/11). Although much of Samantha’s self-positioning in Reading Workshop 
served to reinforce her identity as a compliant student, some of these acts were superficial. 
Specifically, on multiple occasions I observed Samantha responding to Ms. Cheung’s overtures 
in ways that reinforced her positioning as a compliant student but then not following through on 
that positioning. For example, at the beginning of June when Ms. Cheung asked Samantha if she 
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had practiced her presentation, Samantha told her she was just about to start practicing, but as 
soon as Ms. Cheung turned away, Samantha began talking with another student, clearly not 
practicing her presentation (FN, 6/2/11). On numerous other occasions in the spring semester, I 
observed Samantha doodling on her worksheets or exhibiting other signs of potential 
disengagement with the class (e.g., flipping repeatedly through her binder, playing with her pens, 
looking at her planner). Samantha herself noted that “sitting still” was a challenge for her,  
[even though] I don’t show it because I don’t get up in my seat … I just get really fidgety 
and I have to play with something … I have a lot of pens, and I tend to take them apart 
and put them back together. And [teachers] don’t even notice. (Interview, 5/23/11) 
Indeed, a survey of Samantha’s course binder revealed increased doodling and 
uncharacteristically messy handwriting as the year progressed, but these changes did not seem to 
be visible to Samantha’s peers or Ms. Cheung. 
Samantha’s thickening identity as a good student in Reading Workshop coincided with 
particular understandings of what she needed to do in the future in order to be successful—
namely, perform better on tests. Samantha was particularly focused on tests because she believed 
that one of her biggest struggles was “studying for tests … I don’t really study that much. I mean 
I do for biology but not for like math or English, but I mean I tend to get good grades in math” 
(Interview, 5/23/11). In keeping with this concern, Samantha indicated that the most helpful 
things she learned in Reading Workshop were test strategies. She explained:  
Ms. Cheung told us, “use letter of the day, if you have to guess, use the same exact letter” 
… [or] if the question says, “the answer’s gonna be in Section A,” you only have to read 
Section A, you don’t have to read the whole thing. (Interview, 5/23/11) 
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Similarly, Samantha identified another strategy – a decoding and fluency strategy – that she 
believed could be helpful to her in the future because it had the potential to help her on tests: 
“I’m not good at saying complicated words, and knowing the steps on how to break it down I 
think will help … like on a test” (Interview, 5/23/11). Although Samantha believed some of the 
strategies she learned in Reading Workshop would continue to be helpful in her ongoing quest to 
be a successful student (i.e., by performing better on tests), these future imaginings were not 
connected to her identity as a reader. 
Discussion and Implications 
In this study I addressed two research questions: How did institutional and interpersonal 
acts of positioning in two literacy intervention classrooms build on, change, or challenge 
students’ personal histories and identities as readers? How did these acts of positioning shape 
students’ understandings of themselves as readers over time? Findings indicate that institutional 
acts of positioning – most notably the students’ enrollment in literacy intervention classes by 
their schools – positioned both students as readers in need of improvement. However, Radi and 
Samantha were positioned differently within their respective classrooms as a result of both 
institutional and interpersonal factors. The interpersonal positioning Radi encountered in 
Enhanced Reading contributed to the thickening of his identity as a poor reader over time; the 
positioning Samantha encountered in Reading Workshop reinforced her identity as a particular 
kind of good student but seemed to have little relevance to, or influence on, her identity as a 
reader. These outcomes may be further understood by examining (a) the literacy practices in 
which students engaged in the two classrooms, which privileged certain ways of reading, (b) the 
underlying tensions experienced by the students and their teachers as identities thickened over 
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time, and (c) other factors that may have contributed to how the students were positioned within 
and beyond their literacy classrooms. 
Literacy Practices as Positioning Practices 
Moje and Luke (2009) challenge literacy scholars to attend to the symbiotic relationship 
between literacy and identity and to consider “what it means to write about and study people’s 
identities in relation to their literacy practices” (p. 432). The findings from this study speak to 
this challenge by viewing literacy practices as positioning practices (i.e., attending to how 
certain literacy practices position readers in particular ways). The institutional and interpersonal 
positioning that occurred for Radi in Enhanced Reading and Samantha in Reading Workshop 
were shaped in part by the literacy practices in which teachers and students participated in these 
classrooms. In Enhanced Reading, students read silently from their independent reading books 
and read aloud from a group reading text on a daily basis. These two practices contributed to 
Radi’s positioning as a distractible student and poor reader because they called attention to his 
reading challenges: word identification, fluency, and focus. However, not all students in the class 
experienced these practices in the same way as Radi. Indeed, elsewhere (Frankel, 2016) I have 
shown how another student in the class leveraged these same independent reading and group 
reading practices to call attention to his abilities as a reader and challenge his placement in the 
class. 
In Reading Workshop, students practiced reading strategies by completing short passages 
and worksheets designed to reinforce the use of those strategies. The literacy practices involved 
in the completion of these worksheets contributed to Samantha’s positioning as a compliant and 
capable student because they drew upon her strengths as a student: organization and a 
willingness to comply with her teacher’s expectations. However, these practices often were 
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disconnected from the act of reading itself, and as such seemed to have little relevance to 
Samantha’s identity as a reader.  Taken together, these findings emphasize the crucial role that 
literacy practices played in Radi’s and Samantha’s thickening identities as particular kinds of 
readers and students. They support a more expansive understanding of positioning as a 
theoretical construct situated within practices as well as within discourse, with the key caveat 
that literacy practices position individuals differently depending on the identities and experiences 
they bring with them, and the broader contexts in which those practices occur. 
Underlying Tensions as Opportunities for Identity Development 
Although a theory of identity-as-position is useful in understanding both those identities 
that are “fragmented” and those that are “coherent” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 431), what is less 
well theorized are the underlying tensions that rise to the surface and are ignored or disregarded 
as identities thicken over time. Radi’s identity as a poor reader in Enhanced Reading and 
Samantha’s identity as a good student in Reading Workshop were both relatively coherent 
identities within the context of their literacy classrooms. However, these identities masked 
certain features of their interactions and beliefs about reading that may have had important future 
implications for them as readers and students. Specifically, Radi’s thickening identity as a poor 
reader may have concealed some of his reading strengths, for example his efforts to strategically 
engage with texts through previewing and pre-reading strategies and his ability to answer 
comprehension questions and engage in high-level, text-based conversations in class. In contrast, 
Samantha’s thickening identity as a good student may have effaced her potential difficulties with 
more abstract thinking. Her thickening identity may also have reinforced some of her 
misconceptions about what it takes to be a successful student (e.g., how to do better on tests). 
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As partial contributors to Radi’s and Samantha’s thickening identities, Mr. Taylor and 
Ms. Cheung both seemed aware of these underlying tensions, if not of how to resolve them. In 
Enhanced Reading, Mr. Taylor recognized that Radi was engaged in strategic reading processes, 
and that he often demonstrated a high level of comprehension. At the same time, Mr. Taylor 
believed that Radi required a level of support that he was unable to provide in a whole-class 
instructional context organized around a particular set of independent and group reading 
practices. In Reading Workshop, Ms. Cheung believed that Samantha might experience 
difficulties with increasingly abstract thinking. However, Ms. Cheung did not seem to consider 
the possibility of introducing alternative reading practices that may have helped her to see 
beneath the surface of Samantha’s neatness and organizational skills to better understand her 
areas of need, possibly because alternative practices were not an option in a class that followed a 
structured curriculum. These findings highlight the importance of interrogating even the most 
“coherent” of identities to make visible those qualities that are not taken up as salient and to 
foster contexts in which teachers have the freedom to consider alternative literacy practices that 
may bring to light and potentially resolve such tensions. 
Other Factors Affecting Students’ Literate Identities 
 A clear limitation of this study design was that it could not adequately account for the 
many other instances of positioning that students undoubtedly encountered in other contexts 
within and beyond school. For example, Radi and Samantha both invoked their parents’ beliefs 
about reading in relation to their personal histories and identities as readers. However, it was 
outside the scope of this study to more fully understand how interpersonal acts of positioning 
between the students and their parents may have contributed to or interacted with the positioning 
that occurred in their literacy classrooms. Moreover, it is certain that other instances of 
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institutional and interpersonal positioning – those related to reading, specifically, as well as those 
related to sociocultural factors such as race, class, and gender – experienced by Radi and 
Samantha over time and across multiple contexts also contributed to their thickening identities as 
particular kinds of readers and students. 
Conclusion 
The findings discussed here extend existing research on literacy interventions by 
examining how ongoing acts of positioning in such contexts contribute to students’ experiences 
with reading in school and to their identities as readers and students. Specifically, they call 
attention to the identity development that occurs through institutional and interpersonal acts of 
positioning situated within particular literacy practices, and how those acts may serve to build 
on, change, or challenge students’ literate identities. These findings also contribute to existing 
research on adolescents’ literacy and identity development in school (e.g., Frankel, 2016; 
Greenleaf et al., 2001; Hall, 2016; Rex, 2001; Skerrett, 2012) by examining the underlying 
tensions that arise for students and their teachers as particular identities thicken over time. More 
research that takes a sociocultural perspective on adolescents’ reading in school is essential in 
order to (a) understand how certain reading practices may position individuals differently, (b) 
view underlying tensions as opportunities for the development of multiple literacies and 
identities, and (c) illuminate the ways that sociocultural factors such as race, class, and gender 
may contribute to or interact with students’ identities as readers over time and across contexts. 
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